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The  Site 

Lincoln  Trail  Homestead  State  Memorial  is  the  site 
of  Abraham  Lincoln’s  first  home  in  Illinois.  The 
memorial  is  eight  miles  southwest  of  Decatur,  in 
Macon  County,  and  is  bisected  by  the  Sangamon 
River. 

Citizens  of  Macon  County,  wishing  to  commemo¬ 
rate  the  beginnings  of  Lincoln’s  life  in  Illinois,  were 
instrumental  in  the  development  of  the  site.  The 
Macon  County  Board  purchased  land  for  the  facility 
and  transferred  it  to  the  State  in  1938.  Formal  dedi¬ 
cation  ceremonies  for  the  memorial  were  held  in 
1957. 

The  Lincolns  Come  to  Illinois 

The  history  of  the  Lincoln  family  before  its  move  to 
Illinois  is  typical  of  early  pioneers.  The  Lincolns  en¬ 
countered  many  hardships  prior  to  establishing  their 
homestead  in  Macon  County.  Thomas  Lincoln  work¬ 
ed  as  a  farmer  and  cabinet  maker  in  Kentucky, 
where  Abraham  Lincoln  was  born  in  1809.  A  com¬ 
bination  of  economic  problems  and  land  title  diffi¬ 
culties  forced  Thomas  to  move  his  family  to  Indiana 
in  1816.  Two  years  later  Abraham’s  mother,  Nancy 
Hanks  Lincoln,  died  during  an  epidemic  of  “milk 
sickness."  Thomas  Lincoln  remarried  in  1819,  bring¬ 
ing  the  widowed  Sarah  Bush  Johnston  and  her  three 
children  to  the  Indiana  farm. 

In  1830,  faced  with  financial  problems  and  the 
threat  of  more  “milk  sickness,”  Thomas  Lincoln 
decided  to  remove  his  family  from  Indiana.  Rela¬ 
tives  spoke  highly  of  the  fertile  soil  and  healthful 
climate  of  Macon  County  as  well  as  the  availability 
of  low  cost  land. 


In  the  early  spring  of  1830  (just  after  Abraham’s  21st 
birthday)  Thomas  Lincoln  and  his  family,  together 
with  some  friends,  set  out  for  Illinois.  With  all  their 
possessions  packed  into  three  ox  drawn  covered 
wagons,  the  Lincoln  party  set  out  on  the  arduous 
250  mile  trip.  The  exact  route  they  followed  is  un¬ 
known;  however,  history  records  that  the  Lincolns 
crossed  the  Wabash  River  at  Vincennes,  Indiana. 

The  Lincolns  arrived  in  Macon  County  on  March  14, 
spending  the  night  on  the  public  square  (now  Lin¬ 
coln  Square)  in  Decatur.  The  following  day  they  trav¬ 
eled  westward  to  the  farm  of  John  Hanks,  a  cousin 
of  Abraham’s  stepmother.  Hanks  helped  the  Lin¬ 
colns  choose  and  settle  on  a  section  of  government 
land  on  the  north  bank  of  the  Sangamon  River  about 
eight  miles  from  Decatur.  Here  Thomas  Lincoln  and 
his  son  built  a  home  and  began  a  farm. 


Abraham  Lincoln,  a  strong  young  man  standing  well 
over  six  feet  tall,  helped  erect  a  cabin,  barn  and 
outbuildings.  The  16  x  16  foot  cabin  was  of  hewn 
logs,  with  a  floor  and  door  of  hand  split  planks  and 
a  roof  of  riven  oak  shakes.  The  nails  and  iron  hard¬ 
ware  were  brought  from  Indiana.  As  soon  as  the 
buildings  were  up,  the  thick  prairie  sod  was  broken, 
or  plowed,  and  the  corn  crop  was  planted.  Rails 
were  split  to  fence  in  the  fields  and  protect  the  crops 
from  animals.  In  addition  to  working  on  the  family 
farm,  young  Abraham  earned  extra  money  by  split¬ 
ting  fence  rails  for  local  farmers.  It  was  during  this 
time  that  he  practiced  the  skill  which  was  to  earn 
him  the  nickname  “The  Railsplitter.” 

The  winter  of  1830-31  was  one  of  the  worst  in  Il¬ 
linois  history.  Long  periods  of  sub-zero  temperatures 
froze  animals  in  their  stalls  and  a  snowfall  of  over 
six  feet  marooned  people  in  their  cabins.  Although 
the  Lincolns  were  more  fortunate  than  their 


neighbors,  some  of  whom  died  of  cold  and  starva¬ 
tion,  the  terrible  winter  discouraged  Thomas  Lin¬ 
coln  and  his  family.  Abraham  Lincoln,  deciding  that 
farming  no  longer  appealed  to  him,  canoed  down 
the  Sangamon  to  New  Salem  where  he  began  a 
career  which  would  lead  to  the  White  House. 
Thomas  and  Sarah  Lincoln  started  to  return  to  In¬ 
diana  but  were  persuaded  to  stop  in  Coles  County 
and  settled  on  a  small  farm  northwest  of  Charleston. 

The  abandoned  Lincoln  cabin  stood  empty  for  many 
years;  after  that  it  saw  service  as  a  school  house 
and  later  as  a  farm  building.  Little  attention  was 
given  to  the  cabin  until  the  assassination  of  Presi¬ 
dent  Abraham  Lincoln.  Then,  in  1865,  it  was 
dismantled  and  shipped  to  Chicago  for  exhibition 
at  the  Northwest  Sanitary  Commission  (a  forerun¬ 
ner  of  the  Red  Cross)  Fair.  From  Chicago,  the  cabin 
traveled  to  Boston  Commons  where  it  was  shown 
as  an  historic  relic.  At  this  point  in  history  the  cabin 
disappeared,  although  tradition  states  that  the  cabin 
was  sold  to  an  English  group  for  display  in  England 
and  was  lost  during  trans-oceanic  shipment. 

Cabin  Construction 

In  the  early  1970’s  local  citizens  became  interested 
in  erecting  a  memorial  to  Abraham  Lincoln  and  his 
first  home  in  Illinois.  The  Decatur  Kiwanis  pledged 
funding  for  a  cabin  as  a  memorial  on  the  site  of  the 
Lincoln  Homestead.  State  legislation  was  enacted 
approving  the  project,  architectural  plans  were  de¬ 
veloped  and  construction  began.  The  cost  for  con¬ 
struction  was  $19,600.  Dedication  of  the  cabin  took 
place  on  July  5,  1975. 
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The  Whitleys  4s 

After  the  Lincolns  left  Macon  County,  the  land  on 
which  they  had  settled  was  claimed  by  the  Whitley 
family,  who  farmed  the  area  and  built  a  flour  mill 
and  dam  on  the  Sangamon.  During  periods  of  low 
water,  remains  of  the  mill  and  dam  may  be  seen 
from  the  bluff  south  of  the  cabin  site.  A  small  pio¬ 
neer  cemetery  used  by  the  Whitleys  is  located  on 
the  north  side  of  the  main  park  road,  and  the  Whit¬ 
ley  Memorial  is  located  on  the  south  side  of  the 
main  road  nearby. 

Facilities 

Day  use  areas  are  centered  around  the  two  shel¬ 
ters.  Each  area  has  playground  equipment,  horse¬ 
shoe  and  volleyball  facilities,  water,  grills  and  rest¬ 
rooms.  Either  shelter  may  be  reserved  by  contact¬ 
ing  the  Site  Superintendent.  Visitors  are  asked  not 
to  build  fires  on  the  ground:  please  use  the  fire- 
blocks  provided. 


Trail 

A  hiking  trail  winds  along  the  Sangamon  River, 
where  a  variety  of  interesting  birds,  small  animals 
and  wildflowers  may  be  observed.  The  trail  may  be 
reached  via  any  of  three  stairways  leading  down 
into  the  river  bottom.  Care  should  be  taken  when 
walking  near  the  river  bank  as  undercutting  by  the 
river  current  may  cause  unstable  areas. 
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Fishing 

The  Sangamon  River  offers  anglers  an  opportuni¬ 
ty  to  catch  largemouth  and  smallmouth  bass,  sun- 
fish,  crappie,  channel  catfish,  bullhead,  carp,  yel¬ 
low  bass,  sucker  and  drum.  Bank  fishing  is  permit¬ 
ted  throughout  the  site.  Motorboats,  row  boats  and 
canoes  are  permitted. 


Group  Camping 

An  area  is  reserved  for  group  camping.  Reserva¬ 
tions  may  be  made  by  contacting  the  Site  Superin¬ 
tendent.  Individual  camping  is  not  available. 

Dangerous  Areas 

Both  the  river  bank  and  the  bluff  areas  overlooking 
the  river  present  potential  hazards.  Visitors  are  ad¬ 
vised  to  exercise  caution  and  be  especially  atten¬ 
tive  to  children  in  these  areas. 

For  Your  Information 

This  area  is  for  all  to  enjoy;  please  help  keep  it  clean. 
Put  litter  in  the  nearest  trash  container.  Please  do 
not  remove  or  damage  trees,  plants  or  shrubs. 

Groups  of  25  or  more  persons  will  not  be  admitted 
to  any  State  site  unless  permission  from  the  site 
management  has  been  obtained.  In  addition, 
groups  of  minors  must  have  adequate  supervision 
and  at  least  one  responsible  adult  must  accompany 
each  group  of  15  minors.  All  pets  must  be  on  a  leash 
and  under  control. 


All  state  sites  are  open  year  round,  except  on 
Christmas  Day  and  New  Year’s  Day.  Closing  hours 
may  vary  seasonally. 


For  more  details  contact  the  Site  Superintendent, 
cb  Spitler  Woods  State  Natural  Area,  705  Spitler 
Park  Drive,  Mt.  Zion,  Illinois  62549,  phone  217/ 
864-3121.  For  information  on  other  sites,  write  the 
Illinois  Department  of  Conservation,  524  South 
Second  Street.  Sorinafield  lllinnic  «07Q6. 
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